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The success of any enterprise depends 
largely on placing the right person in 
the right job. As administrators and 
students of school administration you 
will probably agree that this observa- 
tion holds true in any area of school 
administration. It holds true with par- 
ticular force in regard to the very im- 
portant job of the school board member. 
He must be the right person, but what 
kind of a person must he be? How does 
one go about obtaining his services? 
What happens when he gets on the job? 


Much of the research in the past has 
tried to answer such questions either by 
collecting opinions on the traits of an 
ideal board member or by trying to link 
such traits with success as a board mem- 
ber. A recent study made by Richard 
Barnhart of the program on school boards 
tries to answer such questions by exami- 
ning the behavior of board members as 
they carry out their duties. 


Barnhart asked superintendents and 
school board members to describe inci- 
dents in which the behavior of board 
members was so critical as to be respon- 
sible for good or bad effects on board 
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action or on the school program. Super- 
intendents and board members from cities 
of 2500 and over on twelve midwestern 
states reported 741 of these critical 
incidents. From these incidents, 857 ex- 
amples of effective (423) and ineffec- 
tive (434) behavior were extracted. An 
analysis of these behaviors led to sug- 
gestions concerning: 

1. Critical requirements for school 
board membership; 

2. Relationships among personal char- 
acteristics and effective school board 
membership; and, 

3. Implications for the selection and 
preparation of superintendents and board 
members. 


AREAS OF CAPABILITY... 


An examination of the critical inci- 
dents reported showed that most of the 
specific acts of board members producing 
effective or ineffective results could 
be grouped into six major categories. 
These categories, or areas of capabil- 
ity, point to the skills and understand- 
ings needed for successful board member- 
ship: 


1. Board Unity - Acceptance of the prin- 
ciple of board unity and subordination 
of self interests. 

2. Leadership - Ability to initiate or 
to provide informed leadership in board 
planning and policy-making. 

3. Executive Function - Ability to un- 
derstand and willingness to respect the 
executive function of the professional 
administrator. 

4. Staff and Group Relationships - Skill 
in establishing and maintaining effec- 
tive relationships with the staff and 
with community groups. 

5. Personal Relationships - Ability to 
carry on effective personal relation- 


MIDWEST ADMIMNISTRATIOM CENTER A ministrator S 
* Vol. 1 Septenber ~ Notebook 


ships with staff members and individuals 
within the community. 
6. Courageous Action - Willingness to 
take courageous action for the good of 
the schools in spite of outside pres- 
sures and influences. 


EXAMINING THE INCIDENTS... 


Chart 1 shows the distribution of ef- 
fective and ineffective incidents: 
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Chart 1 — Percentage of effective and 
ineffective behaviors falling within each area. 


Area 1 — Board unity; Area 2 — Leadership; 
Area 3 — Executive function; Area 4 — Staff and 
group relationships; Area 5 — Personal rela- 
tionships; Area 6 — Courageous action. 


Nearly one-half of the total incidents 
Showing ineffective behavior fall in 
Area 1. For this item, the chart reads: 
The largest number of acts leading to 
harmful or ineffective results occur 
when board members allow personal inter- 
ests to take precedence over the needs 
of the school. There were many reports 
of board members seeking special favors 
for their children, manipulating board 
affairs for the benefit of their own or 
other business firms, seeking employment 
for friends or relatives, or attempting 
to fulfill commitments of various kinds. 


About one-fourth of the incidents re- 
sulting in undesirable outcomes fall in 
Area 3. In other words, the activities 
of board members often show that they do 
not understand or will not respect the 
executive function of the professional 
administrator. 


The greatest number of incidents il- 
lustrating effective behavior are in 
Areas 2 and 4. In Area 2, reports indi- 
cated that board members were often 


effective in identifying and solving 
problems, in providing leadership in 
securing information needed for solving 
problems, and in initiating surveys to 
determine the need for changes or im- 
provements. In Area 4, board members 
were reported as highly effective in ex- 
plaining board policy and action to com- 
munity groups, in working with teacher 
committies, in organizing lay groups for 
the consideration of school problems, 
and in tactfully influencing opposing 
factions to work together. 


In Area 5, board members were de- 
scribed as failing in personal relation- 
ships because of the use of abusive or 
insulting tactics, and as succeeding by 
tactfully soothing disgruntled indi- 
viduals. In Area 6, they were pictured 
as unsuccessful because they lacked 
courage when faced with pressures, and 
successful because of their ability to 
withstand pressures. There was, in gen- 
eral, a marked similarity in the area 
patterns of the incidents supplied by 
superintendents and by board members. 
This is one indication that the selec- 
tion of incidents was not strongly 
biased. 


CRITICAL REQUIREMENTS... 


A list of critical requirements for 
board membership was derived from the 
behaviors reported. Each requirement il- 
lustrates behavior marking the differ- 
ence between success or failure in a 
significant number of instances. Each 
should be read as if it were introduced 
by the phrase, "For effective results, a 
board member should": 


In Area 1, Board Unity: 

1. Subordinate personal interests. 

2. Adhere to the policy-making and leg- 
islative functions of the board. 

3. Accept and support majority decisions 
of the board. 

4- Identify self with board policies and 
actions. 

5. Refuse to speak or act on school mat- 
ters independent of board action. 


In Area 2, Leadership: 

6. Suspend judgment until the facts are 
available. 

7. Make use of pertinent experience. 

8. Help to identify problems. 
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g. Have the ability to determine satis-— 
factory solutions to problems. 
10. Devote time outside of board meet- 
ings as board business may require. 
11, Be willing to accept ideas from others. 
12. Have enthusiastic interest in the 
welfare of the children. 


In Area 3, Executive Function: 

13. Understand the desirability of dele- 
gating administrative responsibility 
to the chief executive officer. 

14. Support the executive officer in his 
authorized functions. 

15. Encourage teamwork between the exec- 
utive officer and the board. 

16. Recognize problems and conditions 
that are of executive concern. 


In Area 4, Staff and Group Relationships: 

17. Have ability to speak effectively in 
public. 

18, Believe firmly in democratic proces- 
ses and in the right ofall groups to 
be heard. 

19. Work tactfully and sympathetically 
with teacher groups and committees. 

20. Understand how groups think and act. 

21. Assist others inworking effectively. 

22. Have mature social poise. 


In Area 5, Personal Relationships: 

23. Be willing to work with fellow board 
members in spite of personality dif- 
ferences. 

24. Display both tact and firmness in 
relationships with individuals. 

25. Treat patrons and teachers fairly 
and ethically. 

26. Foster harmonious relationships. 


In Area 6, Courageous Action: 

27. Be able to weather criticism. 

28. Maintain firm convictions. 

29. Be willing to take sides in contro- 
versies. 

30. Share responsibilities for board de- 
cisions. 


RELATING PERSONAL DATA AND INCIDENTS... 


Each respondent supplied items of per- 
sonal data for each board member whose 
activities were described. Statistical 
tests showed that the following rela- 
tionships were significant: 


1, Educational preparation and effec- 
tiveness on a school board - Highly edu- 
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cated board members were involved in a 
large proportion (66%) of effective in- 
cidents while board members with little 
formal education were involved in a 
large proportion (79%) of ineffective 
incidents. 


2. Occupational status and effective- 
ness - Members of professions were in- 
volved in a large proportion (59%) of 
effective incidents. For business men, 
the numbers of effective and ineffective 
incidents were about equal. More inef- 
fective incidents (66%) were reported 
for laborers. 


3. Length of service and effectiveness - 
Board members with less than one year of 
service were identified as ineffective 
more frequently (59%) than as effective. 
The number of effective incidents in- 
creased during each of the next five 
years of service. 


4. Age and effectiveness - Individuals 
over sixty were involved in more inef- 
fective (63%) than effective incidents. 


5. Status as a parent and effectiveness- 
Board members with children in school 
were involved in more effective (53%) 
than ineffective incidents. Board mem- 
bers without children in school were in- 
volved in more ineffective (55%) than 
effective incidents. 


6. Sex and effectiveness - There seems 
to be no relationship between sex and 
effectiveness. Seven per cent of the 
board members reported were women. Seven 
per cent of the effective and seven per 
cent of the ineffective incidents in- 
volved women board members. 


THE EFFECTIVE BOARD MEMBER... 


The study of critical incidents sup- 
ports many of the conclusions reached in 
earlier investigations. Effectiveness as 
a board member is most likely to occur 
when the individual 1s less than sixty 
years old, is well educated, and is a 
parent of children in school. Profes- 
stonal men and business men are most 
Likely to succeed. There is no evidence 
that women are more or less effective 
than men. A board member is likely to 
increase in effectiveness, at least dur- 
ing the first six years of service. 


This study places greater emphasis on 
the qualities needed for effective 
school board membership. When actual 
situations are analyzed, superintendents 
and board members rate most highly the 
exercise of initiative and informed 
leadership. The effective board member 
is a person who requires facts to sup- 
port decisions and considers it a part 
of his job to secure facts. From his un- 
derstanding of community attitudes and 
needs, he makes suggestions that are im- 
portant in shaping policy. In order to 
interpret the school program, he is es- 
pecially active in community affairs. As 
the need exists, he works with groups of 
teachers and other school personnel. He 
as, on the whole, a member of a board 
which shares the responsibility for edu- 
cational planning rather than merely re- 
viewing proposals presented by its exec- 
utive officer. 


SUGGESTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS... 


The critical requirements for board 
membership may be used in a number of 
ways. They may be used by groups inter- 
ested in selecting highly-qualified 


school board members. They can serve as 
a basis for a rating scale to be used by 
school board members in examining their 
own activities. 


From the critical incidents assembled, 
it seems apparent that many board mem- 
bers lack understanding of their proper 
functions and responsibilities. Hereto- 
fore, little has been done to prepare 
newly~selected members for their tasks. 
Capable and far-sighted superintendents 
have accepted this responsibility, and 
it might be useful to learn the relative 
merits of the various techniques they 
have adopted. School board associations 
have, in some instances, carried on in- 
service training activities, and they 
are in a good position to expand and im- 
prove such activities. 


Training institutions have given lit- 
tle attention to the education of school 
board members and they might consider 
needs in this area. They might also con- 
sider the possibility of emphasizing, in 
the preparation of administrators, those 
skills and abilities needed in develop- 
ing effective -school board members. 


FOR YOUR OWN PLANNING... 


1, In what respects is your school board 


Most effective? 


Least effective? 


2. Did this article cause you to think of ways of improving the effectiveness 
of your school board? What are they? 


3. How do you propose to work with your school board in making the indicated 
improvements? Could you start by discussing this article with your board? 
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